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Bob, hi. 

Hi.
Do you have a moment now to continue with a few of these?

Yeah, but let’s do whatever we can. You tell me what to do.

Okay, all right. Well, I wanted to ask, you know, of course we’re talking a lot about reviews and writers, but of course the name of the paper is the New York Review. And in fact I noticed, just looking through even recent issues, that the paper has played a very strong role in covering New York, from Janet Malcolm’s recent pieces to Michael Greenberg on Occupy Wall Street.

And on the New York police, NYPD.

Yes. And I just wanted to ask what—

A piece on the NYPD partly on how the police handled some of the activists of Occupy Wall Street, and then a special separate article on the intelligence unit in the NYPD which was concerned with counterterrorism.

I did want to ask, more generally, what you see as the Review’s relationship to New York and how New York has changed during the half century the Review has been in existence.

Well, of course it has, but you know it  would be bogus of me to pretend to review the vast changes in the city that have gone on since we started in 1963. Of course there have been vast changes. And it is true that in the articles by Ada Louise Huxtable and Martin Filler we’ve tried to follow some of the principal trends in building, and also in our articles about Jane Jenkins and her campaign to stop the big throughway through the West Village.

Westway.

Which was a principal concern. And she was someone we knew very well. She was someone who Jason knew very well. Barbara and I saw a lot of her. And then she moved to Canada, you know. And we did publish a strong piece in favor of her views about New York. And she was a very influential figure at one point, and so was Ada Louise, and so was Martin Filler, who has been very critical of a number of developments in the city, and particular buildings. 
But also—and this is something that I noted in a note to you—he was a very early supporter of the High Line and was able to see in it a much more complex vision of what an elevated park could be. And he did that by concentrating on the various architects and planners who took part in the project. And then in his most recent article on the extension of the High Line, he called attention to the enormous economic effect of the High Line on Chelsea and other neighborhoods that it ran through. And that was involving, say, a $2 billion change in real estate. So this is something that he…it’s just an example of the kind of attention that, from time to time, we and some of our writers want to devote to the city. And we have, for example, an enormous, a very long article that’s soon going to be—we hope to publish soon on the whole question of the sanitation department.

[Laughs.] Really?

And sanitation in the city and other cities, and the problems that surround it. Now I can’t tell you who’s writing it. I mean, I can tell you.

How does an article like that come about?

It’s something I’ve been asking for for years, but it came out in a conversation with Michael Kimmelman, who writes for us quite a lot, a New York Times critic of arts, and then a roving correspondent, cultural correspondent abroad, and now back in New York writing on particularly city planning. But he’s gotten fascinated with sanitation departments, and with sanitation, and the whole often quite hidden difficulties that any approach to sanitation faces. So we expect to do that within the next month or so. But we can’t say who’s going to do it.

Okay. Well, we needn’t say that, I think. There are a couple of other questions here I just want to put to you in the manner of due diligence. One is an interesting notion—I’m not sure what you’d have to say on this—but several have pointed out that particularly around the early days of the Review there were a number of quite strong and distinctive women. You’ve talked at some length about the influence of Elizabeth Hardwick, but—

Yeah, she is the major influence, really.

But we also have obviously Barbara Epstein. Susan Sontag as well.

Barbara and I were really extremely intimate and close partners for many years, you know, until she died in 2006. In the sense that we published nothing that each of us had not read and gone over. We shared every piece, every assignment. We talked about everything in the Review. We had no division of labor. We both had writers who we were in touch with, but we both dealt with every kind of subject, and we both…we respected each other’s ideas and sensibilities, and we shared every piece.
I’m just curious whether there was any notion that the Review, in a sense, was something of a path breaker when it comes to having these rather influential women at the top. Really, we’re talking about the early ‘60s. Readers may have in mind this idea of “Mad Men,” and this is a different era and so on, and yet you have very influential women.

Barbara was a very strong personality.

Yes, I remember.

And she and Jason were great friends with W.H. Auden, Edmund Wilson, Fred Dupee, and many others, so they were very… The two of them knew a great many writers who were important to the Review. It must be said that so did I know Norman Mailer, Bill Styron, etc., and brought to the Review many writers. But Barbara was a woman of enormous intellectual confidence, enormous intellectual meticulousness, and had a particularly strong sense of prose, and had a great influence on the paper in her sense of language. So she was a very, very admirable and powerful mind. And yet very, in many ways, very reserved publicly, so people didn’t realize how formidable a mind and ability she possessed.

I certainly remember her vividly, and also she gave the office a rather effervescent personality, particularly when the two of you joked—
Well, the thing is that she had a marvelous sense of humor. And I must tell you—and this is absolutely true—that one reason I looked forward every day to going to the Review was that Barbara and I did see a huge amount of what we were doing as very funny, absurd, as funny and as a kind of weird gamble.

A weird gamble.

A weird gamble we were both engaged in, in which we had this quite astonishing freedom. And our general approach, if someone had an idea that was quite different from anything we’d ever done, was why not? And that included the personals column, by the way, because Whitney Ellsworth, who joined us after the first issue, came to us one day with some ads that someone had sent in, and they said something like “beautiful Jewish writer seeks sexual partner who can dance,” or something like that.

[Laughs.] Right.

And Whitney said, well, is this the sort of thing we want to do? And Barbara and I said why not?

[Laughs.] 

At which point we then, I think we did—the other papers, of course, may have done this, and Saturday Review and others, but nothing quite as, shall we say, elaborate and bold as many of these ads came to be. People, in a way, competed for the most colorful, lurid description of their sexual and other needs.

[Laughs.] The ads have attained a kind of celebrity.

We still have the ads, although I’m sure that many of them now are to be found online in one corner of the Internet or another, but they were a kind of model for these kind of wrenching personal appeals. And some rather famous people we knew actually met people through them.

Really?

Yes. And furthermore, once a year a couple would appear and say we met through the New York Review and we just married.
[Laughs.] Are there any famous people that we should know about who met through these ads?

I can’t say, but between you and me, the widowed Philip Roth, in an ad, found some intellectual in Washington with whom he carried on an affair.

That’s wonderful. That’s wonderful.

The granddaddy of American intellectuals.

[Laughs.] That’s wonderful. That’s wonderful. I love that.

Now listen, I’m going to ask Alex, do you have that Lizzie piece, please? The Lizzie thing. We have it somewhere. That piece of Lizzie’s. There are a few phrases that I feel are so important. If Alex can give it to me I’ll just tell you what I mean. What I mean is that Lizzie, in her articles she wrote for me.

Right, at Harper’s.

And us. When I wrote…I then published a big special issue of Harper’s called “Writing in America,” in which I invited a lot of writers who had only written before, let’s say, for the Partisan Review or for The New Republic, but, I mean, to write for Harper’s, which had not published such people. And they included Elizabeth Hardwick and they included Alfred Kazin, and they included Stanley Kunitz, for example. 
But in Lizzie’s attacking the New York Times Book Review at that time, quite aside from the Times book review, she established two criteria that I feel are central to the Review from the first, and they’re really the inspiration of the Review. And they’re just—and I’m now going to…now that Alex is about to bring it to me. Do you have it? Yeah, all right. Now this is what…there are two things that Lizzie, among other things—it’s a marvelous article and she went to great…took up a great many themes. But what I’m about to say is, I think, the crucial thing of what I should say…just hold on.
Okay.

Here I have it and I’m going to tell you exactly what I mean. At least what I think is the crucial thing. This is what she said. “The worst result of decline”—she’s referring to the Times—“is that it acts as a kind of hidden dissuader, gently, grandly, respectfully denying whatever vivacious interest there might be in books or in literary matters generally.” Now that’s her introduction. 
Now here are the two categories. First is what I think the New York Review and what I think others should avoid. And what is that? This is what she said. “The flat praise and the faint dissension, the minimal style and the light little article.” Those are what, I take it to be what we have tried to avoid. And then she said “the absence of”—and now I would say this is what one would hope for—“the absence of involvement, passion, character, eccentricity, the lack at last of the literary tone itself.” So those words describe, I think, what Barbara and I were trying for, and also trying to avoid.
Yes, it seems a kind of marvelous and typically concise summary.
Yeah. And then she says something—[laughs]—her essay is so brilliant, and one could quote it. But there is one thing she says which was also an inspiration for the Review, though it may sound banal. “The communication of the delight and importance of books, ideas, culture itself, is the very least one would expect from a journal devoted to reviewing of new and old works. Beyond that beginning, the interest of the mind of the individual reviewer is everything.” The interest of the mind of the individual reviewer is everything. That is what she thought. And I do believe that the interest of the mind of the reviewer is what one thinks of as the central concern. 
Now there’s one other thing that she said that I’m looking for which I think was again an inspiring statement. And don’t forget that Lizzie, when we met after we started to do the Review, we met in Harper’s offices at night with Barbara, Lizzie and myself, and there was a pile of books that had come in for review to the office of Katherine Gauss Jackson.
Yes, we talked about this.

We found a number of books there. So Lizzie, from the first, was very much there, as she always was there in the sense of a critic of what we did, and as an advisor. But you couldn’t help thinking that Lizzie would be reading this and that she would detect anything slack.

Right. [Laughs.] So she was like the—

And that she was a conscience.

She was over your shoulder in a way.

Well, in a way, in a very gentle way personally, but in a very vigorous way intellectually. She would say how can you publish that? But I’m looking for—I hope you will be patient. Just hold on one second, Mark.

Okay.

Where is that goddamn thing? 142. Are you sure you gave me the whole thing? 143. Yeah, here it is. “Nothing matters more than the kind of thing”—this is just a general point. It’s not even worth quoting. Just that if you’re an editor, it has its point. And what she said is “nothing matters more than the kind of thing the editor would like if he could have his wish. Editorial wishes always partly come true.”
Yeah, that’s a wonderful line.

That is her idea, that what matters is what you would dream of if you could have it. And you know, and this is what we know, that we often, in the Review, can have it.

[Laughs.] 

We have many articles that are somewhat, we think are worthy or decent, are very intelligent, but are not what we would dream of. And so…but that’s what we dream…we tend to dream of such an article as the one by Zadie I told you about.

Bob, let me turn this slightly toward your editorial experience, just because I was struck a moment ago, when you were talking about Barbara and her meticulousness, and it made me remember that when I worked as an editor, at Harper’s, at the Times, beginning at the Review itself, that one of the things that struck me most is how one has to have infinite determination and meticulousness, and go over each draft—

Each word.

—again and again, each word with absolutely the same degree of intensity. And I found that immensely challenging. And you’ve been doing that for half a century, for more.

I know, Mark, it’s very compulsive in the sense that one simply can’t have a sentence saying “the key problem.”

[Laughs.] 

But in every paper I see people talking about “the key problem,” but we can’t.

What are other phrases? Give me a handful of others.

Well, we have a—

“In terms of.”

We never say “framework.” We never talk about something “in terms of” unless there are clear terms. The most heretical thing we do is try to avoid “context” unless there is a good reason for it. The reason is that “context” has an original, honorable, old meaning. It means the actual language surrounding a particular text. The context would be the lines of language and type right around the text, the con text. This has now been made into a very powerful, and I think one of the most widely used metaphors which has now become extended into contextualize. 
So, for instance, we have a controversy coming up in the New York Review in which they say your reviewer did not contextualize the murders carried out by John Brown. Now what does he mean? He means that there were other murders taking place by slave owners that somehow, one might say, justifies the murders by John Brown, and that is called contextualizing. That’s an extreme case. But the word context has become a very, very powerful metaphorical use of a very, very concrete word, and we try to avoid it. 
So we also try to avoid one of the most widely used words in modern writing. That word is “modernity.” Because if you look into what people mean by modernity they could mean, for example, Machiavelli began modernity by showing the difference between the considerations of politics and those of the church. Then we have modernity in the English revolution of 1688, which has had England on a different course at the same time as the Reformation, another source of modernity, as well as the Industrial Revolution, the electronic revolution, or the end of divine rule, or the lack of faith and the end of faith in religion.
Or modernism itself.
And now you can add ten others. But modernity is flung in by one writer after another as a vague reference to some kind of modern phenomenon without specifying what it is. Context, modernity, framework, key.
Massive.

The constant movement of every kind of issue—war, treaty, consideration or political feud—on or off the table. We have, for example, the question of whether or not the Palestinian state, independent Palestinian state, is on the table, or is it off the table. On or off the table. And what does it mean? It means that it’s a convenient, sloppy metaphor which, in a way, avoids what the actual state is of consideration of, for example, an independent Palestinian state. So on or off the table is something you don’t see in the New York Review because it’s a sloppy metaphor. And this constant use of very, very doubtful metaphors is something that Barbara and I both felt we should take some sort of stand against, and we did, and we have.

Let me ask again, though, I was talking about meticulousness and the fact that you still, after 50 years running the Review with Barbara and now yourself, you come into the office for ten or 12 hours a day and go over every single galley and every single word several times. And of course this is a source of—

Right. Well, firstly, I go over it when the manuscript arrives, and then we have it run out as a manuscript. And then the manuscript is looked at always by one of our senior editors for checking dates and checking logic, too, for just general critical review. And then it comes back to me, and then I go over it again and we have it set as a galley. Then it’s read as a galley by the senior editors, and then I read it finally and send it out. And that is the first galley. And then it comes back directly and we do a second. 
So there really, we have the manuscript, we have our text which is set, which I go over, and which I show to one of the senior editors. And then we have a galley which is read twice, once by them, once by me. And then we have the corrected galley, and then we have the final galley. So there are many—we have, I suppose, five stages in every manuscript. 
Now some of them are so well written that one can go through it quickly and send it to be set right away as type. For example, I just received a marvelous review of a book on Eisenhower and Nixon by Russell Baker. He’s a man of such brilliant…he writes such brilliant prose and with such concision that to me it’s a kind of model of how one can write about politics, and I have very little to suggest. 

Just one other question about this. It is, I think, a source of wonder to many people how, after 50 years, you can maintain the same level of meticulousness and determination when it comes to these articles, and indeed the job in general. This isn’t a very specific question, but I’m just wondering if you’d reflect at all, particularly in the face of others asking you the number of hours, the 50, 60 hours, more than that a week, the very late nights, the determination to get these pieces right, the famous calls in the middle of the night about a semicolon, etc., whether you have something to say about that kind of endurance and determination?
I don’t feel that that kind of work is a matter of decision, I really don’t. I feel that there’s simply no alternative to reading every piece very intensively and very critically. There’s simply no alternative. It would be unthinkable. And I always have a pile of them and I slowly work my way through them. And if I’m at home I’ll simply stay up until I do it. If I’m here in the office I’ll stay until I finish it here.
I have several questions here about the future, about not only the future of the kinds of books that the Review pays most attention to, but also just the future of the paper, and whether you see it as a thriving future or whether we’re at a kind of twilight of a particular time.

I must tell you that my sense is there are more books published than ever. I think that’s true. Many people don’t seem to understand that. But I believe it is the case physically. And I think if you look at the advertisements in the New York Review, just to take an example, from Yale Press, Harvard Press, Princeton Press, Stanford, Berkeley, etc., you see enormous numbers of books on very serious subjects, not to mention the lists from Knopf, Viking, Harper’s, Doubleday and Random House, etc. So I think there are enormous numbers of books. 
A major problem for us, as I see it, is the floods of books that do require consideration for review, and that should be reviewed, and that we’re constantly struggling to master the flood, to find the books that we should be reviewing out of really many that we could review. So I don’t think in any way that it’s true that…there are more and more e-books, and there’s no reason why, and we pass them to our writers, and they include them for review. But it’s also true that among the books that we are considering and writing about are books precisely about the new electronic media, which are the central fact of modern life. 
But what is crucial is that there is no falling off, in my view, of very, very serious books. I really feel that’s very much the case. There are lots of scholars producing works of history, philosophy, neuroscience, and a great many interesting novels by young writers. And many of them, it must be said, from places like Pakistan, India, as well as England and France, or from Taiwan. There is, I think, a very burgeoning impulse that you can see in new publications, whether in fiction or nonfiction. That’s my impression. I think it’s true. I think someone told me the other day there are more books published than ever, and more books bought than ever, and more books read than ever.

How about the way you see the future of the Review? Do you have particular goals for it? Do you see a particular near-term—

Well, you know, everyone will say that within 20 years that a paper like the Review won’t exist on paper, and that may be the case. It may be that there’s a whole audience that prefers to read on paper and that will be replaced, as it is, to some degree. I believe, we’d have to check, but I think it’s like 9% of our subscribers are subscribing to the electronic edition which we have. And it is also true that our blogs, edited by Hugh Eakin, are very widely read, some of them, and often by our regular contributors like Garry Wills and others—[Ian Johnson]. Many of the writers for the Review also write for our blog, short pieces, and often pieces timed to the events of the day, which go up in real time immediately. And Hugh Eakin is in charge of that. And from time to time I collaborate with him on a blog that might also be a piece for the Review.

Yes, I’ve done that with you with Obama and “Sweet Potato Pie,” for example.

Right, exactly.

That began as a letter.

Did we run that as a blog right away?

Well, actually it began as a letter to you, an email to you. It then went in as a blog. And then after the McCain section was added, it was published as a piece.

That’s right. And we did it as a piece.

Yeah, so it had several lives.

Yeah. And that’s what’s happening with a number of pieces. Not an enormous number, but in every issue there’s something like that.

Do you think that this number of electronic only subscribers will be just steadily increasing? 

I think so. I think that is the… As people get… As numbers of people become, of loyal subscribers who want to read the paper edition may dwindle and therefore the younger subscribers may want the electronic edition. I was told by Ray just yesterday or two days ago that a recent mail that we’ve sent out the results are very good. And that’s largely the paper edition, but also his figure was 9%, I think, electronic. To be checked. But I believe yes. I think that inevitably there will be more and more people subscribing to the electronic edition.
Does that have any—

Subscribe to the electronic edition, which looks like, on the Salon website, it looks like the New York Review in many ways. And they then send in letters by email. It is true practically all the letters we get now are by email. When we started we got thousands of letters on paper.

I wonder does the move toward the electronic edition have any implications for ad revenue? I know that the New York Times has had great problems with this because the advertisements on the electronic edition pay much less than those do in the paper edition, so though the Times has more and more readers, the ad revenue has actually gone dramatically down. Does the Review have that same dynamic?

Catherine Tice and Ray can answer that question. What I do know is that the advertising on paper does increase yearly, the yearly count increases. It must be said that is largely at certain times of the year, in the fall months. August to December is most of the advertising, a lot of advertising, anyway. And then in the spring, certainly in the spring there’s a lot more. 
But I must tell you, both Barbara and I have stayed out of all things having to do with advertising. We never involved ourselves in any kind of…in seeking advertising. And this is something of interest. Whitney Ellsworth, when he was publisher, would say, well, you know, I think we can have a survey showing exactly who the readers are and what they like, whether they like fiction, nonfiction, political books, scientific books, whatnot. And Barbara and I said no, we don’t want to know. We really are interested in what we and the books that interest us. And we have to hope that they’ll interest the readers. Now I look at our advertising literature and I see they have surveys and they know a lot. But it’s nothing that concerned me. 

It’s still a matter of—

I just feel that we should pick…there are books that we should review and we send them out to people we hope will do a terrific review. You also have these articles. I was very happy that our young Nat Rich, living in New Orleans, knew someone who knew some of the divers into the Gulf Stream and he wrote an article on the life of the diver. Well, he’s now going on to do a series for us on other dangerous jobs in America, the most dangerous jobs.

That’s excellent.

He has a whole thing about the most dangerous jobs and we’re going to go on to other most dangerous jobs.

[Laughs.] Well, Bob, listen, I think this is wonderful and extremely helpful. I guess what I would say, I’m going to send this in—

You know, I always [fall] short of what they want, is they would like a pronunciamentos about the events of the world, I think, and they would like to locate just where the Review stands. But that’s the point. We stand in a state of admiration for certain writers. And that’s the difference between the kind of…and the difficulty in answering the kind of question that I saw they were interested in.
Well, I think that’s quite a good answer.

They seem to think, or many people think these people have a definite mission in life or a definite view of the world and they’re getting people to carry out that view. And we think, and I think, that there are people who are marvelous minds and writers, and write in strong ways, and have very fine and original sensibilities, and one would like to know what they think. That is the difference.

Well, I think that’s an extremely good answer. And I’m going to send this in to be transcribed and we’ll be putting it together during the week. And the thing I want to say is if you think of something you meant to say but didn’t and so on, just send it to me.
I will. I did want to give you the four words, the four bad words and the four good words.

The four bad words and the four good words.

These four good words and four bad words.

Yes. That’s extremely useful, I think. No, I think it’s very good, and—
You know, Mark, and this is not for anyone but you, but that list of Lizzie’s things, the light, the article and so on, that has become the obsession of many magazines. They feel they must do it. The New York Times, the New Republic, New York Magazine. They always have to have very light little things. Lists and pictures, and pictures and lists.

Yes, I know.

And I don’t think anyone can even remember them. But people are fascinated by them, and they study them. And you have funny diagrams pointing to celebrities and things like that.

Well, she was prophetic about that, as in so much else.

Well, right. She was right. And the faint dissension, light little article. She was so shrewd in seeing these as the dangers. 

She was. Shrewd is the word. That piece is remarkable, that first piece of hers, which I looked at, which is an extraordinary piece of writing.

It is. And of course it had this extraordinary sequel, which we don’t have to go into, but the fact is that I got a letter from Cass Canfield, Sr., the chairman of Harper & Row, a charming man, and he said I want to congratulate you on “Writing in America,” it’s given Harper’s a lift, so that was nice. 
Then, of course, when Lizzie’s piece was published, the gang at the New York Times Book Review and some others were very angry, very angry, and Harper & Row was, after all, a big publishing house. They want their books reviewed. So Cass wrote a letter to the editor, which we had to publish, saying Miss Hardwick is condescending to all those people who love the New York Times Book Review.
[Laughs.] 

And Lizzie wrote this marvelous reply saying Mr. Canfield evidently thinks he carries with him the common reader. I have no doubt he does, but I see no reason to trust the common reader.
Amazing. [Laughs.] That’s amazing.

So anyway, that was fun. And I told her, I said, Lizzie, we are told that Cass is writing this letter and so on, and she said…the way she took it was this. She said, good. I can’t wait.

[Laughs.] She was really marvelous, just enchanting.

She was. Anyway, listen, if you ask me anything or want me to do anything, you tell me.

All right. Well, thanks so much, Bob. It was terrific.

Okay.

All right.

[End of recording.]
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